Impaired ability to organize information in individuals with autism spectrum disorders and their siblings.
Despite rigorous research on disturbances of executive function and social cognition in autism spectrum disorders (ASD), little information has been available concerning higher cognitive functions, such as the ability to focus and associate relevant features to form categories, or 'organizing of information'. The purpose of this study was to investigate this issue by using the Wisconsin Card Sorting Test (WCST) and the Verbal Learning Task (VLT). Cognitive assessments were conducted in 22 individuals with ASD, 14 non-affected siblings, and 15 age-matched control subjects. Overall, individuals with ASD performed significantly worse on the WCST and VLT compared to their siblings and normal control subjects. Although siblings performed generally well on both tasks, they exhibited similar degree of perseverative responses in the WCST compared to the probands. A linear increase of the memory organization score in the VLT was also absent in siblings as well as the ASD group. These results suggest an impaired ability to organize information is one of the cognitive endophenotypes for ASD.